The decision to review this book was not dif®cult. It is a long-awaited, multi-author, comprehensive review of a fast-moving area. However, my usual way of reviewing books was not applicable. Usually I carry the book in question around with me and whenever I have some time Ð for instance, on bus journeys Ð I read a bit and scribble margin notes in pencil (sometimes to the distress of fellow passengers who doubtless think I am defacing a library book). However, in this case that option was not realistic. This is a weighty tome in the literal sense: 3.7 kg in mass, 1302 pages in length. It has had to sit on my desk at home and await my attentions in the evening with a cup of coffee, or occasionally out on the patio in the evening sun with a cool drink. And perhaps surprisingly, for such a comprehensive work, it is very readable, so reviewing it has not been an arduous task.
The editors state in their preface that`it is dif®cult to conceive of another area of the natural sciences and medicine which might rival the enormous progress made in lipid and lipoprotein metabolism over the last two or three decades'. Hence their desire to produce an up-to-date and comprehensive review of the area. The three editors are well-respected experts in this area, each with a clinical af®liation. The book is certainly not con®ned to clinical aspects, although as discussed below it has a bit of a bias that way.
The contents are organized in a logical manner, with an initial set of chapters (each is a review in its own right) on the plasma lipoproteins and their metabolism; then a section on genetics and lipoprotein metabolism; four chapters on key enzymes in the regulation of lipoprotein metabolism and four on lipoprotein receptors; and then more clinical sections: laboratory techniques (nine chapters on this aspect Ð there's more to it than buying a Sigma LDL kit); a section on atherosclerosis; two large sections on dyslipidaemia (primary and secondary) and a ®nal section on treatment. The content is extremely well thought out; clearly much more planning has gone into this book than the editors simply inviting their friends and colleagues to write chapters. There are some unusual contributions: for instance, a chapter by Lawrence Chan on`Fundamentals of biotechnology in lipoprotein research' which covers the basics of molecular biology in a nutshell (a nice diagram summarizes the difference between functional and positional cloning, for instance Ð wonderful for those of us who have still not quite managed to grasp this). I was also struck by the very small amount of overlap between any of the 73 chapters, again testifying to the considerable amount of work that must have gone into the planning of this book.
The individual chapters vary considerably in length, with a few as short as six pages, others as long as 25, but the standard of coverage is uniform, and even the shorter chapters have a reasonable amount of illustrative material and a good reference list.
Of course, production of an up-to-date and comprehensive review of such a large area is almost a contradiction in terms. Assembling 73 chapters cannot be done at whim, and no doubt these chapters were accumulated over a reasonable period of time. Glancing through their references shows a disparity in up-to-dateness. For instance, we read of`a recent study by Beisiegel (1991) F F F ' and several chapters do not have a reference later than 1993. Some recent developments are not well covered. There is little mention of the thiazolidinedione insulin-sensitizing agents; atorvastatin, one of the more recent HMG CoA reductase inhibitors with a useful triglyceride-lowering action, was not licensed for prescription when the relevant chapter was written; and I did not ®nd a mention of the marked hyperlipidaemia that is now causing concern in HIVpatients treated with protease inhibitors. However, in other places authors seem to have made special attempts to introduce the latest ®ndings. In the chapter by Krieger on scavenger receptors, he mentions the putative HDL-receptor, SRB-1, whose biological role he has played a major part in discovering, with the words`Further analysis of the function of SRB1 is currently in progress (Krieger, 1998)': it is perhaps just unfortunate that no such reference appears in the reference list! Other chapters have several 1998 references. The reader should not expect to turn to this book for all the latest developments in a fast-moving area, but as a thorough and readable review of the ®eld as it stood a couple of years ago, it is unequalled.
Since this is a book review for a nutritional journal, it is likely that people reading this will have interests in nutritional regulation of lipoprotein metabolism. It has to be said that this is not the book's main emphasis. In fact the marked effects of dietary fatty acids on LDL-cholesterol concentrations are not brought in until Chapter 63, and then amongst many other dietary factors in a chapter on`Lipidlowering diets'. The emphasis is upon fundamentals of lipoprotein metabolism and then upon clinical aspects, and in the treatment section there is far more on drugs than on dietary treatment.
Who will ®nd this book useful? The Preface suggests that the book will be of use to`students, physicians and scientists from a variety of different disciplines'. I fully agree with that, although this is not a book that many individuals will be able to purchase for themselves; it will probably ®nd a place in most medical libraries and within most research groups interested in lipids, where it will serve as a very valuable and readable source of information, much of which is likely to remain valid for many years.
